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A B S T R A C T   

The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) has spread worldwide in a short period and has developed into one of the 
biggest public health issues of the last decade. The actions initiated by governments to minimize person-to- 
person contact have also severely affected professional football clubs (PFCs) in the season 2019/20. Given the 
role of football in Europe, football clubs gained massive public and political attention during the COVID-19 crisis. 
Based on an exploratory multiple case study approach involving PFCs from five European football leagues, this 
study investigates the responses of these clubs to the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings show the relevance of 
solidarity with certain stakeholders during the pandemic, but also reveal the fragility of PFCs due to their 
financial structure and underdeveloped managerial and entrepreneurial strategies to cope with the crisis. This 
study contributes theoretically and empirically to the literature on the entrepreneurial behavior and crisis 
management of elite sport organizations and illustrates a holistic map of a dense, high solidary stakeholder 
network.   

1. Introduction 

The new coronavirus disease (COVID-19) continues to be a threat to 
humanity due to its continuous spread. The severe acute respiratory 
syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) originated in wild animals 
(Singhal, 2020) has caused an alarming global health crisis and since its 
transmission to humans. COVID-19 has already taken millions of lives 
(WHO, 2020), and hence challenged many governments across the globe 
to take actions to reduce the spread of the virus. The most widespread 
governmental measure is social distancing, a way to keep person-person 
distance to limit the spread of the virus (Sharma, Singh, Sharma, Jones, 
Kraus & Dwivedi, 2020). In many regions, social distancing measures 
have similarities to quarantine, and therefore have a dramatic impact on 
people’s everyday lives (Clark, Davila, Regis & Kraus, 2020). Most of the 
European countries, for example, have closed their schools, universities, 
and sport facilities; some countries even had a complete lockdown sit-
uation and people must stay at home, and nearly every government 
prohibited public events – including all kinds of sport matches (Breier 
et al., 2021). 

In this context, it has also been seen that all types of organizations 
have been suffering from the pandemic, including professional sport 
companies such as football (soccer) companies. As regards the latter, 
football companies, rather than sport clubs, have a significant impact on 
the economy of many countries. Presently, football is the kind of sports 
with the greatest participation, impact, and income worldwide which 
influences not only the field of sports but also the social area, economics, 
and even cultural sectors (Escamilla-Fajardo et al., 2020). 

The effects of COVID-19 have led to a collapse of revenues and elite 
football clubs are struggling to contain the economic impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, the football industry is more 
cautious than other industries in its view of potential COVID-19 recov-
ery scenarios; as the football sector is not sustainable without the 
presence of the fans. Knock-on effects of the pandemic have hit football 
especially hard and clubs are rather downbeat when considering their 
prospects over the next season. Public health interventions, like social 
distancing measures, are effective but do not prevent virus reoccur-
rences (Sharma et al., 2020). Even though governmental economic in-
terventions have shown to be partially effective, they will not lead to a 
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recovery to pre-crisis levels. 
Giving the specific nature of professional football organizations, we 

see a need for more rigorous research aimed at showing how this cate-
gory of elite sport clubs is coping with COVID-19. By doing so, we are 
responding to Parnell’s (2020) recent call for research on the impact of 
COVID-19 in the context of elite sport from different perspectives and 
types of organizations. Recent research has also attempted to analyze 
and forecast the effects of the COVID-19 crisis on the economy in 
different contexts (Baldwin, 2020; Kraus et al., 2020; McKibbin & Fer-
nando, 2020) – by focusing on sport organizations, we further contribute 
to this debate. 

More specifically, this study aims to develop an initial understanding 
of crisis management in professional football clubs (PFCs) from five 
different European countries (Austria, Germany, Sweden, Switzerland, 
and the Netherlands) by analyzing how they perceived and responded to 
COVID-19 in the 2019/20 season. PFCs are rather match win than profit 
maximizers, and they generally calculate only low profits (Garcia--
del-Barrio & Szymanski, 2009). In addition, the football sector is highly 
susceptible to crises, which then promptly threaten their existence due 
to the club’s limited liquidity (Manoli, 2016; Szymanski & Weimar, 
2019). However, according to Devece et. al. (2016), entrepreneurial 
organizations in this sector have the potential to overperform during 
recessions. Innovativeness and proactiveness - two sub-dimensions of 
entrepreneurial orientation (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996) - in particular, can 
enhance organizational performance in times of crisis (Mendoza-R-
amírez et al., 2016; Petzold et al., 2019). Following other researchers (e. 
g. Hemme et al., 2017; Jones et al., 2017), we consider sport as a natural 
setting for entrepreneurship to occur, and thus propose to add the 
currently emerging research topic sport entrepreneurship (Hammersch-
midt et al., 2020; Huertas González-Serrano et al., 2020) as a promising 
strategic approach to cope with the COVID-19 crisis. Given the situation 
that sport entrepreneurship is still a novel area of research, there is also a 
need for international studies from more than one country or region. By 
having involved PFCs from five different countries the present study 
contributes to the research field’s further development too. 

Against this background, the following study seeks to investigate 
how and by what means international PFCs are responding to the 
COVID-19 crisis. To our knowledge, this is the first attempt to foster our 
understanding of how professional (i.e. elite) football clubs have reacted 
and adapted to the COVID-19 pandemic. The study contributes to stra-
tegic, crisis and change management of sport organizations during the 
COVID-19 crisis and proposes sport entrepreneurship particularly in 
times of a crisis for short-term adaption and long-term success. The 
study further contributes to sport organization research and stresses, 
even more, the important role of stakeholder management in turbulent 
times. Finally, the study contributes to sport entrepreneurship research 
by providing insights into how unexpected external shocks trigger PFCs 
innovation and change processes. 

1.1. The COVID-19 crisis during the football season 2019/20 

On the 31 December 2019, China informed the WHO about the 
outbreak of a new coronavirus, and on 1 January 2020, the Huanan 
Seafood Wholesale Market was closed (Singhal, 2020). Since then, the 
COVID-19 has spread rapidly, with an ongoing number of confirmed 
cases in multiple countries. The development of COVID-19 had a 
powerful and unprecedented impact on the stock markets too, which 
consequently crashed (Baker et al., 2020). Countries such as China, 
Hong Kong, and Singapore have shown that the spread of COVID-19 can 
be controlled by governmental actions focused on social distancing 
measures (Anderson et al., 2020). 

In Europe, the countries and governments also adopted social 
distancing measures, and in addition closed commercial business, 
restricted social gatherings, and limited sporting activities. At the 
beginning of the crisis, professional sport events continued to take place. 
The Italian Serie A was not stopped until 11 March 2020, when the first 

football player in Italy, a country which had already alarmingly high 
reproduction numbers and fatality rates, was tested positive (Corsini 
et al., 2020). Because of their age and their physical fitness, professional 
football players are not exposed to a high risk of death by COVID-19 
(Khafaie & Rahim, 2020). However, the coronavirus might lead to 
long-term health injuries of the lung (Chen et al., 2020), which can affect 
sporting performance and therefore should try to be avoided at all costs. 
Football is a team sport with permanent and close contact. Players do 
encounter each other on the field, in training, and during multiple team 
activities throughout the day whether with their teammates, the oppo-
nent, or the staff (Corsini et al., 2020). This sport fascinates masses of 
people around the world, who are frequently visiting games and some-
times undertake long journeys to see their favorite team. Travelling is 
one of the most contributors to disease transmission (Tian et al., 2020). 
Travelling is especially conducive to disease transmission when it in-
volves mass gatherings. From the perspective of mitigating the spread of 
COVID-19, the primary arguments against football games are the 
massive numbers of people who are attending the game and the prox-
imity of the crowd which increases the transmissibility of COVID-19 
(Parnell et al., 2020). 

As a consequence, policymakers and sport policy leaders postponed 
or cancelled professional sport events step by step. Moreover, most 
countries prohibited sporting activity as a consequence of social 
distancing measures resulting in the cancellation of training activity in 
professional sport. Leagues from Asia started to suspend match opera-
tions, with the Chinese Super League on 22 February 2020 and the 
Japanese J-League on 24 February 2020. Soon after, the spread of the 
virus reached Europe. The first affected football league was the Swiss 
Super League. Governmental orders prohibited major events with more 
than 1000 participants, which also affected the Euro League game be-
tween FC Basel and Eintracht Frankfurt on 19 March 2020. The city of 
Mönchengladbach banned spectators, making the match between 1. FC 
Köln and Borussia Mönchengladbach on the 11 March 2020 the first 
game in German Bundesliga history without fans. Officials of German 
elite football encouraged the economic importance of the games and 
insisted on playing on without fans. New information about games 
without fans, game postponements, or other impacts of the coronavirus 
on the professional sport were reported daily and, on some days, even 
hourly. Nearly every league in Europe gradually reacted to the spread of 
COVID-19 and suspended their game operations, except the 1. Liga in 
Belarus which was still playing (see Table 1). As of 13 March 2020, the 
five biggest European football leagues in the countries England, France, 
Germany, and Italy postponed their league matches due to public health 
concerns. Most of the league officials announced that the leagues will 
continue within the next weeks or months. For example, the games in 
Switzerland were prohibited because of a declaration, which first only 
applied until 15 March 2020. In England, elite football was suspended 
until at least 3 April 2020, and Germany and Italy planned to continue as 
of 30 April 2020. The combination of the frequent unexpected and 
surprising news regarding the suspension of elite football and the opti-
mistic assessments of the continuation of the leagues illustrates the 
underestimation of the COVID-19 situation at the time. 

Since then, most of the leagues have been working on plans to 
resume playing (Table 1). The first phase after the suspension was 
marked by uncertainty. Then, and in close contact with policymakers, 
leagues created concepts of hygiene measures, coronavirus testing, and 
distance rules to restart training and playing. Resuming to play is pri-
marily important because of the economic impact of the consequences of 
the global pandemic. Games are the most important source of earnings 
and if they do not take place, the clubs’ incomes decrease drastically 
(Szymanski & Weimar, 2019). However, the economic costs of staging 
games without fans, the costs of coronavirus testing, public health 
concerns, and governmental prohibitions lead to cancellation of elite 
football leagues in Argentina, Belgium, Netherlands, and later also 
Mexico (Table 1). 

As of 16 May 2020, and after two months of inactivity, the German 
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Bundesliga was the first league resuming the season. However, the 
restart was bound to strict hygiene protocols which were devised jointly 
by the Deutsche Fussball Liga (DFL) and policymakers at the highest 
levels. To be allowed to start team training, clubs have tested their 
players and staff for the coronavirus and went into voluntary one-week 
team quarantine in a hotel. On game days, no more than 300 people are 
allowed in and around the stadium, ball boys have to wear gloves and 
are reduced to four. The balls have to be disinfected before and during 
the matches. TV reporters have to wear masks as well and keep a min-
imum of two meters distance from each other. Players on the bench also 
have to wear masks and need to keep a minimum of two meters distance 
from other players. Moreover, players were advised to keep distance 
when cheering after goals resulting in elbow bumps rather than hugs. 
The Austrian football association developed a concept that was very 
similar to the German one, allowing team training since 15 May 2020, 
after widespread coronavirus testing, and resumed play on 2 June 2020. 

The COVID-19 outbreak led to initial chaos in the game plan of most 
international leagues. The different approaches of the different countries 
towards COVID-19 can be seen in the different agendas of the leagues. 
Despite that, almost all leagues were able to end the season 2019/20. 
After the major European leagues decided to continue playing, a com-
mittee of the UEFA started to plan the international competitions Euro 
League and Champions League. As a result, the winners of both com-
petitions were determined in mini-tournaments with quarter-finals, 
semi-finals, and finally played as single-matches. The Champions 

League was held in Lisbon between August 12 and 23, and the Euro 
League was scheduled between August 10 and 21 in different German 
cities. 

2. Theoretical background 

2.1. Crisis and financial management in professional football clubs 

PFCs are characterized by ongoing commercialization, having 
evolved from community-based sport organizations to major sport cor-
porations (Calabuig et al., 2021). Despite the highly economical nature 
of professional football, it “continues to be a social business; economic in 
basis, but social in nature” (Morrow, 2013, p. 297). The evolution to-
wards a business is considered as not congruent with the public recep-
tion of a football club as a community asset based on traditions and 
social value (Kennedy & Kennedy, 2012); a circumstance that entails an 
uncertainty also on the organizational ontology between being a busi-
ness and being a community-based organization. The corporatization of 
a PFC can be seen above all in the legal form. The organizational 
structure of a PFC was an underemphasized research topic in sport 
management literature, and hence little was known about the predom-
inant organizational concepts, ownership, and corporatization (Gam-
melsæter & Jakobsen, 2008). Within the last decade, researchers 
contributed a growing number of theoretical and empirical studies to the 
analysis of the market for football club investors (Ribeiro et al., 2019). 
Research increasingly explored the unique and widely varying corporate 
frameworks of PFCs. Rohde and Breuer (2017) analyzed the European 
football market for investors and found that incorporations of football 
clubs can be roughly divided into three groups: First, there is a small 
number of large clubs that generate significant revenues and hence can 
afford to remain fully member-owned. The most prominent 
member-owned clubs are Real Madrid or FC Barcelona, having a large 
fan base that constantly positions itself against the entry of (new) in-
vestors. Though these clubs are fully-member owned and therefore refer 
to a community sport organization, they are among the largest clubs in 
the world with high revenues and a large number of employees which 
leads to a structure similar to a corporation. Smaller member-owned 
clubs are advised to consider the entry of investors to remain nation-
ally and internationally competitive. Second, few clubs have chosen the 
model of a public listed corporation. In the short-term, these clubs can 
generate a high amount of capital which also affects their sporting 
performance. However, being a publicly listed club does not tend to 
have long-term effects either on revenues or on international perfor-
mance. Top clubs from the European league should consider going pri-
vate again to be interesting for investors and therefore be able to collect 
additional resources. Third, which is also the major group and a kind of a 
standard, there are clubs with private investors. Private investors in 
football clubs are predominantly majority shareholders, giving them the 
ability not only to invest in a club but also to gain control over a club. An 
exception is the German Bundesliga and its 50+1 rule which limits the 
number of shares of private investors to a minority. Having a private 
majority investor is beneficial for team success and revenues, but leads 
also to a riskier investment strategy (Franck & Lang, 2014). In sum, one 
can conclude that there are only a few large and traditional clubs (e.g. 
FC Barcelona or Real Madrid) who can capitalize on their global brands 
and therefore stay being a fully member-owned club. All others are 
likely to have to increase their financial capacity with investors, whether 
through a public listing or a private investor, which entails a trans-
formation from a community sport organization into a corporation. 

The corporation of football clubs means that they think and act 
increasingly like companies. According to Moore and Levermore (2012), 
PFCs are highly comparable to small-to-medium sized enterprises 
(SMEs) in terms of employees, revenue, and organizational character-
istics. However, the sport-related mission statement distinguishes foot-
ball corporations from normal smaller businesses. PFCs reinvest profits 
or even take losses or debts to finance new players because football clubs 

Table 1. 
Situation overview of international leagues during the COVID-19 outbreak.  

Country League Suspension* Planned 
Restart* 

Actual 
Restart 

EUROPE     
Austria Bundesliga 18 March 

2020 
2 June 2020 02 June 

2020 
England Premier 

League 
12 March 
2020 

12 June 
2020 

17 June 
2020 

France Ligue 1 13 March 
2020 

Cancelled - 

Germany Bundesliga 13 March 
2020 

16 May 
2020 

16 May 
2020 

Italy Serie A 09 March 
2020 

End of June 22 June 
2020 

Netherlands Eredivisie 12 March 
2020 

Cancelled - 

Spain La Liga 12 March 
2020 

11 June 
2020 

11 June 
2020 

Sweden Allsvenskan** 19 March 
2020 

14 June 
2020 

14 June 
2020 

Switzerland Super League 02 March 
2020 

08 June 
2020 

19 June 
2020 

INTERNATIONAL     
Argentina Superliga 17 March 

2020 
Cancelled - 

Australia A-League 24 March 
2020 

Tbd. 17 July 
2020 

Belarus 1. Liga*** Season 
running 

- - 

China Super 
League** 

22 February 
2020 

End of June/ 
Beginning of 
July 

25 July 
2020 

Japan J-League 24 February 
2020 

13 June 
2020 

04 July 
2020 

Mexico Liga MX 16 March 
2020 

Tbd. Cancelled 

Russia Premjer-Liga 17 March 
2020 

21/28 June 
2020 

19 June 
2020 

Turkey Süper Lig 19 March 
2020 

12 June 
2020 

12 June 
2020 

USA MLS 12.03. Not before 
08 June 
2020 

12 August 
2020 

tbd = to be defined; * = Status as of 15 May 2020; ** = Season start; *** = One 
game was postponed because players are suspected of being infected. 
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are win maximizers rather than profit maximizers (Garcia-del-Barrio & 
Szymanski, 2009). The clubs spend as much as they can following the 
maxim of winning. As a result, they try to balance their budget and 
calculate with only a small profit. This makes them especially vulnerable 
to financial problems because unexpected and adverse shocks (e.g. in-
juries of important players, drop-out of important sponsors, relegation) 
promptly distress liquidity. This behavior is often described as irrational 
or even incompetent, yet it is only a response to the incentive scheme 
found in the sport system (Szymanski & Weimar, 2019). For example, 
the relegation into a lower league has huge influences on the revenues 
(Schreyer et al., 2018). Hence, it is rational that football clubs try to 
invest everything they have to prevent this sporting and financial mis-
ery. This starts kind of a rat race which pushes some clubs to overinvest 
beyond their financial limits and sometimes even into insolvency (Szy-
manski & Weimar, 2019). Adverse shocks, triggering financial distress in 
a football organization, can be all kinds of crises that affect football 
frequently and in several ways. In general, smaller organizations tend to 
suffer above average from crises due to a lack of resources, limited 
experience, and a lower formalization of crisis management planning 
(Doern, 2016; (Kraus et al., 2013). For these firms, it is also harder to 
assess the finance needed to address the stage of recovery (Lee et al., 
2015), especially for a high-risk sector like football. In sum, it can 
therefore be said that PFCs are highly susceptible to crises because of 
their financial management, the uncertainty of their environment, and 
their size. Hence, there is a considerable need for permanent monitoring 
of both internal and external developments as well as crisis preparation 
of any football organization (Manoli, 2016). 

2.2. Sport entrepreneurship and crises 

The concept of sport entrepreneurship has been a progressively 
emerging research topic within the last few years (Escamilla-Fajardo 
et al., 2020; Huertas González-Serrano et al., 2020; Pellegrini et al., 
2020). Though being a common vocabulary in sport management 
research, sport entrepreneurship still lacks a proper systematization, and 
several key concepts related to this field are open to interpretation and 
lack consensus (Bjärsholm, 2017; Hammerschmidt et al., 2020; Pelle-
grini et al., 2020). 

It has been shown that organizations with an entrepreneurial profile 
can overperform during recessions followed by crises (Devece et al., 
2016). In times of crisis, entrepreneurial organizations are more likely to 
survive and in the recovery phase, they show higher rates of growth, 
size, and job creation (Devece et al., 2016). Most researchers agree that 
entrepreneurial organizations are conceptualized as possessing the main 
characteristics being innovation, risk-taking, and proactiveness (Kreiser 
& Davis, 2010; Wales et al., 2020; Wiklund, 1999). Innovativeness is a 
very common business practice among SMEs (Kraus et al., 2012) and can 
improve business performance in a hostile environment of economic 
decline (Mendoza-Ramírez et al., 2016). Further, a proactive posture 
focused on creating innovative products or services will positively affect 
the operating results (Mendoza-Ramírez et al., 2016). Proactiveness is 
an “opportunity-seeking, forward-looking perspective involving intro-
ducing new products or services ahead of the competition and acting in 
anticipation of future demand to create change and shape the environ-
ment” (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996, p. 431). Proactive behavior is contrary to 
reactive behavior and in times of crisis, a mixture of these two can be 
essential for getting through a recession (Petzold et al., 2019). However, 
Brzozowski and Cucculelli (2016) have shown that the magnitude of a 
crisis related revenue reduction of companies is associated with the 
likelihood of reactive behavior, being especially apparent in the case of 
innovative investments. 

For Jones et al. (2017), sport is a natural setting for entrepreneurial 
activities like seeking and capitalizing opportunities, which are viewed 
as key factors for success during recessions. Extant research suggests that 
the very nature of professional sport comprises several characteristics 
that support entrepreneurial behavior like ambition, commitment, or a 

hands-on mentality (Hemme et al., 2017). Ratten (2011) noted that 
sport organizations are highly proactive in managing their teams. 
Having an entrepreneurial lens is said to possess the potential of 
reducing the complexity of varying stakeholder perspectives in sport 
(Ratten & Ciletti, 2011) which can make it easier to focus on essential 
organizational activities during unstable and highly demanding times. 
Ball (2005) explains that having the mindset of an entrepreneur can 
increase economic efficiencies and hence save important resources for 
investments in the team. Recent research confirms the positive effects of 
entrepreneurial orientation on the sporting performance of football 
clubs and social performance (Hammerschmidt et al., 2020; 
Núñez-Pomar et al., 2020). 

In this study, we define sport entrepreneurship as the emergence of 
entrepreneurial orientation and its subdimensions leading to entrepre-
neurial behavior in professional sport organizations. Evidence shows 
that sport entrepreneurship has become not only a strategic option for a 
club, but rather a managerial need to stay competitive in the hostile 
sport market (Legg & Gough, 2012; Ratten, 2010). As a result, one can 
conclude that it should also be relevant for coping with a crisis such as 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

3. Methodology 

This empirical study is based on an exploratory multiple case study 
approach that aimed at understanding how PFCs from different coun-
tries are coping with COVID-19. As this topic reflects an infant research 
field, a case study approach was considered suitable (Gibbert et al., 
2008). A case study “attempts to examine: (a) a contemporary phe-
nomenon in its real-life context, especially when (b) the boundaries 
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 1981, p. 
59). Yin (2009) further highlights the importance of clearly defining the 
case to be investigated. In the present study, the case of inquiry is an 
analysis of PFCs trying to tackle the current (business) environment 
caused by COVID-19. 

3.1. Data collection and sample 

Data was collected through interviews with CEOs of PFCs. They were 
considered suitable participants for the present study, as they dispose of 
the necessary knowledge on the topic under investigation. More pre-
cisely, semi-structured interviews were conducted as this mode of 
interviewing is flexible when it comes to the order of questioning and 
themes to be covered, still the discussion is centered upon the research 
topic, which is introduced by the interviewer (Klenke, 2008). An inter-
view guide supported the execution of the interviews. Consequently, the 
number of focal themes were specified at the outset of the interviews. 
More precisely, the content of the interview guide focused on the effects 
on the club, acute actions of the PFC, and assumed long-term changes. 
Given the exploratory character of the present study, the procedure 
taken was not only related to a deductive approach, but included an 
inductive one as well. Thus, the prior framing of the field supported in 
coming close to the interviewees and their opinions and views but was 
open to adjustments and changes too. 

The sampling method followed the underlying notion of purposive 
sampling (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). The participants came from five 
different countries, namely Austria, Germany, Sweden, Switzerland, and 
the Netherlands. To be selected, they had to follow the criteria of being a 
professional club in a professional league in Europe. The CEOs were 
contacted by phone or email and invited to participate in a telephone 
interview. This resulted in ten interviews that were conducted in April 
2020. As a homogeneous population was involved in the present study 
(Saunders & Townsend, 2018), ten interviews were considered to be an 
appropriate sample size.Table 2 

The interviews lasted between 20 and 45 minutes and were con-
ducted in German (for the football clubs in Austria, Germany, and 
Switzerland) and English (for the clubs in Sweden and the Netherlands). 
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All interviews were recorded, and in the next step transcribed and 
coded. 

3.2. Execution of thematic analysis 

As outlined above, the given study follows an exploratory approach. 
Hence, the used method should offer an accessible and theoretically- 
flexible approach to analyze qualitative data. Thematic analysis is a 
method for organizing and describing a data set, highlighting the most 
important themes that appear to be important for understanding and 
interpreting various aspects of the research topic (Fereday & Muir-Co-
chrane, 2006). The thematic analysis is appropriate for the present 
research because it is a rigorous method to create useful results in a 
complex surrounding (Nowell et al., 2017). 

More precisely the analysis was conducted as follows. It started with 
the word for word transcription of the recorded interviews. This was 
accompanied by initial note-taking to document interesting statements 
to be remembered for the deeper analysis to come. Once this was done, 
interesting parts of each interview were coded in a systematic approach 
across the entire data set. Each data item has been given equal attention 
in the coding process and the data items were analyzed independently. 
Next, the codes were assorted into thematic groups. The topics were 
constantly refined and checked for internal homogeneity and external 
heterogeneity to ensure a coherent and meaningful analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). This was a two-stage process of revision and refinement. 
First, preliminary topics were examined at the level of encoded data 
items, with all transcription extracts read for each topic to provide a 
consistent model. If data items had no relation to the current topics, new 
topics were created. On the other hand, topics that were similar in 
content were summarized to enable the identification of overall themes. 
Second, after all the topics had been reviewed, an overview of the 
generated topics was applied, where the preliminary topics were 
examined in regard to the total data set to review if the provided analysis 
is competent enough to reflect the data holistically. This means that the 
remarks of a single interviewee could not lead to a topic. That is, the 
researcher often switched between the transcribed data set and the 
candidate topics, including any additional data that may have been 
omitted during the analysis process. As a result, the outcomes were 
subsumed under overarching themes, namely financial management, 
crisis management, stakeholder management, and solidarity and 
society. 

All interviews were analyzed in the language in which they were 
conducted. When the process was completed, German parts were 
translated into English. The data was analyzed and interpreted by two 
researchers to provide a good balance between analytic descriptions and 

illustrative statements. Finally, the most relevant examples for 
answering the research aim were extracted and used for the scientific 
report of the analysis. 

4. Findings 

The interview findings suggest that the clubs were equally affected 
by the COVID-19 pandemic since all participating clubs play in leagues 
that have cancelled or postponed their matches. The league match 
schedules were dependent on the governmental measures and hence the 
timing in each league was slightly different (see Table 1). Despite these 
similarities, the findings of the interviews show that the clubs involved 
handled the crisis in different ways. The analysis of the interview data 
led to several key insights when respondents talked about their club’s 
reaction to the COVID-19 pandemic, which formed the framework for 
the following presentation of results. 

4.1. Financial management 

Corona seems to have a great impact on the clubs’ liquidity as their 
main income streams are revenues from TV rights (up to 50% and more 
of their budget) and match days (merchandising, ticketing, hospitality, 
etc.). As mentioned above, football clubs try to balance their budget and 
only calculate with a small profit (Garcia-del-Barrio & Szymanski, 
2009), hence the decrease of income challenges the clubs’ financial 
management. Even though the level of liquidity of the clubs varies, they 
are expected to be able to survive without playing until August 2020. 
Those clubs with revenues from the participation at international com-
petitions were able to generate larger surpluses and at the time of the 
interview, they reported no financial problems. Interviewee 1 
mentioned that the entire income from international competitions is 
profit because they have not taken these revenues into account when 
planning their budget. The interviewee also admitted that they were 
lucky with their sporting success. One interviewee of a German club 
reported that making surpluses and creating reserves are disadvanta-
geous because these profits have to be taxed. Limited liquidity is 
inherent in professional football organizations and is especially apparent 
in times of the corona crisis, the following examples illustrate that: 

Interviewee 4: “The club is economically affected [...] certain income 
is missing [...] because our budget is very limited, it is very difficult to 
build up reserves somewhere. And that’s why it will be the normal case 
in the future that you calculate that you will have zero at the end of the 
season [...] we can only build reserves when there are unplanned 
earnings” 

Interviewee 5, answering the question of how they are affected by 
the corona crisis: “The TV money is more than 50% of our budget and is 
now missing [...] nearly every income stream is now in danger [...] there 
are clubs who have already spent the TV revenues which they do not 
receive now [...] of course we have to be careful now, how can we secure 
liquidity?” 

Interviewee 6, answering the question whether they are affected by 
the corona crisis: “We are of course also highly affected [...] we really 
want to finish the season, just to try to somehow get back to the 
normality of the income sources [...] have to keep playing to be able to 
exist” 

Against the above-mentioned, it is not surprising, that only some of 
the clubs involved reported that they are actively engaged in building 
liquidity reserves. On that matter, the Swedish informant reported that 
football experts had started a debate in Sweden about regulatory actions 
that clubs must have 10% of their turnover available as liquid assets. 

Most of the clubs (8 out of 10) responded to the decreased income 
and financial instability by introducing short-time work. With regards to 
costs, the largest item is player salaries. For example, interviewee 2 
mentioned that “the highest costs incurred by a football club are natu-
rally the personnel costs of the licensing department plus the trainer staff 
and administration and organization. The personnel costs account for 

Table 2. 
Overview of the informants.  

Interviewee League League 
Level 

Nr. of employees 
* 

AUSTRIA    
FC Admira Wacker 

Mödling 
Bundesliga 1 20 

LASK Linz Bundesliga 1 20 
SCR Altach Bundesliga 1 20 
TSV Hartberg Bundesliga 1 20 
GERMANY    
1. FSV Mainz Bundesliga 1 100 
SC Paderborn Bundesliga 1 80 
SpVgg Greuther Fürth 2. Bundesliga 2 60 
NETHERLANDS    
AZ Alkmaar Eredivise 1 - 
SWEDEN    
Mjällby AIF Allsvenskan 1 10 
SWITZERLAND    
Grasshopper Club Zürich Challenge 

League 
2 70  

* = without players 
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about 70 percent of the total turnover”. Under the short-time working 
model, up to 50% of personnel costs can be saved due to substitutions by 
the state, and hence it was the most important action to decrease costs. 
Another interviewee stated that they even discussed with the players to 
reduce their salaries and bonuses beyond the governmental regulations. 
While a further interviewee reported on a possible measure to reduce 
costs by shutting down the stadium infrastructure. 

Only two participants explicitly mentioned that they did a thorough 
cost analysis to detect saving potentials. To generate substituting reve-
nues, some clubs take a proactive and innovative approach by offering 
tickets for a TV show (product) or a virtual game (donation). 

4.2. Crisis management 

As regards the approach to crisis management, almost every club (9 
out of 10) was in a wait-and-see mode and made plans for different 
scenarios to be able to react. As mentioned in the theoretical founda-
tions, reacting is the opposite of proactive behavior, which refers mainly 
to an acute action and less to planning. Hence, only one club showed 
proactive behavior and reported weekly scheduled forecasts and ana-
lyses, resulting in acute actions. In the following some examples are 
listed illustrating this approach: 

Interviewee 4: “We will adapt [...]. At the bottom line, we have no 
other choice either” 

Interviewee 5: “The most important thing is clarity. And when you 
have that, you can talk about the future, talk about action” 

Interviewee 8: “We plan from day to day” 
The overall findings suggest that PFCs neither have expertise in 

managing crises nor necessary structures for dealing with them. The 
findings further indicate that clubs with high surpluses because of rev-
enues of international competition felt confident in having done a good 
job in the last year and plan to continue with it. Interviewee 9 stated that 
“toward the end of the season, even if we don’t play a single game 
anymore, this club will make a profit”. 

4.3. Stakeholder management 

Another important source of income for a PFC is sponsorship and 
hospitality. An interviewee from Austria reported that 45% of their in-
come is generated through sponsorship and hospitality. Since the clubs 
are not playing, they cannot provide the sponsorship service. Inter-
viewee 6 reported, that “we have a few who are terminating their 
sponsorship contracts due to non-fulfillment because there are no games 
and they don’t get their advertising services”. However, most of the 
stakeholders (sponsors, fans, etc.) waive repayments. Another club ex-
pects a loss of sponsorship of about 10%, suggesting that this is not 
because the sponsors don’t want to be active but because they finan-
cially suffer from the crisis as well. 

To avoid repayments, some clubs have started offering their sponsors 
and fans a form of compensation through increased social media 
appearance, extra advertising time in the next season, or merchandising 
products from the fan shop. An initiative from one participant from the 
Austrian Bundesliga is to offer their fans a place on a match jersey if they 
waive the repayment of their season ticket. 

With regards to external communication, the findings indicated that 
only a few clubs have an intensive exchange with their stakeholders. For 
example, interviewee 10 sends weekly newsletters to their sponsors, 
while some other interviewees reported an emotional bond with their 
sponsors, and have contacted each sponsor personally to get through the 
time together. 

The main sponsor of interviewee 2 is a sport betting company, so it is 
also active in the same industry as the club. This means that when the 
sport industry is in crisis, not only the club but also the main sponsor is 
affected. Other clubs involved in the study have main sponsors which 
are not endangered because they are either financially very potent or 
active in crisis-proof sectors, like baby nutrition. 

Interviewee 1: “All sponsors without exception do not want their 
money back, even if the league is cancelled” 

Interviewee 9: “We try to stay connected with our stakeholders” 
Interviewee 10: “A lot of companies have hard times now and the 

first thing they cut off is sponsorship costs” 

4.4. Solidarity and the social role of PFCs 

All clubs reported an enormously high level of solidarity, which 
appeared in many different directions. Fig. 1 represents an overview of 
all streams of solidarity found in this study, whereas each stream is 
represented by a numbered arrow. 

Nearly every club reported great support from their sponsors (Stream 
1). Interviewee 1 mentioned that all of their sponsors guaranteed their 
contractually determining payments, even when the season will be 
canceled. While Interviewee 2 reported, “it is the goal to ideally not 
return any funds”. 

Most of the sponsors show readiness to help the clubs by, for 
example, accepting compensation through social media presence or 
more advertising time next season and hence pay out the full amount of 
the sponsorship funds. The club of Interviewee 9 showed high solidarity 
to his sponsors by paying back sponsorship money to sponsors and 
service providers that are in financial need because of the economic 
impact of the crisis (Stream 2 and 3). Vice versa, there are service pro-
viders who are open to discussions about deferring payments (Stream 4). 
Leagues and international associations supported clubs with a lot of 
flexibility regarding match schedules, rules for club insolvency, and 
creating possibilities to extend player contracts throughout the summer 
(Stream 5). However, interviewees 2, 3, 8, and 9 mentioned a lack of 
action from the major associations UEFA and FIFA, above all financially. 

On that issue, Interviewee 2 mentioned “we all know they are rich”. 
In financial terms, short-time working was the most important 

measure and is based on a voluntary commitment to forego salary by the 
highly solidary employees (Stream 6). A German club reported that 
players waive part of their salary and give it to club employees so that 
they can continue to receive their full net salary (Stream 7). The wealthy 
clubs involved in the study stated that they forego state aid and pay their 
employees in full, even though they hardly work at all. In Austria, 
Sweden, and the Netherlands, the Interviewees reported a high level of 
solidarity between the clubs (Stream 8), Interviewee 3 summarized it as 
“the crisis unites”. 

In Sweden, the clubs have frequent league meetings and share best 
practices and ideas about how to cope with the crisis. The highest level 
of solidarity between clubs seems to be apparent in Germany where the 
FC Bayern München, Borussia Dortmund, RB Leipzig, and Bayer Lev-
erkusen created a €20 million solidarity fund to help German clubs of the 
top two tiers to avoid a potential financial crisis during the pandemic. 
The interviewees also reported that they receive support from states or 
stakeholders (Stream 9). In Sweden, sport is backed by the state with an 
aid package amounting to 50 million euros. Professional sport in 
Switzerland was supported with €50 million and the possibility to 
receive a loan from the government. The TV broadcaster Sky Germany 
supported the German football clubs by paying TV money in advance, 
which is normally paid out after the respective quarter (Stream 10). The 
findings suggest that there is strong solidarity between the PFCs and 
their fans (Stream 11 and 12). It has been reported that the fans of the 
participating clubs were consistently willing to waive the repayment of 
their season tickets. One club from Austria organized a game without 
opponents, a fictive game, and the fans bought tickets, virtual snacks, 
and virtual drinks to support their club. 

Additionally, the clubs involved in the study have shown great sol-
idarity with society as a whole. The GC Zürich, and its employees, for 
example, created a fund to financially support people from Zürich who 
are suffering due to the crisis. Season ticket holders of a German club 
waived their right of refund and the generated money was partially 
distributed to regional amateur football clubs to support them. Other 
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interviewees reported that they have teamed up with their fan club to 
help the elderly or provide free drinks to hospital employees. Inter-
viewee 1 explained that when their employees have time left over, they 
do a telephone service for the regional Red Cross. Every club offered 
their fans a full or partial refund for their season ticket. As mentioned 
above, clubs tried to avoid monetary refunds and offered compensa-
tions, for example, by merchandising products from the fan shop. As 
many fans want to support their club and they waive compensation of-
ferings or refunds. Interviewee 6 believes “with solidarity, you can 
overcome any crisis”. 

Furthermore, the findings suggest that there are cultural differences. 
Non-German clubs emphasized the importance of football’s role model 
function for society. Interviewee 10, for example, mentioned “the clubs 
are very important for the whole Swedish society”. More critically, 
Interviewee 1 meant that “you ask everyone to stay at home and the 
superstars don’t. This is a disaster for me! It’s the same thing when I send 
people to a training facility. I tell everyone that you should stay at home, 
but we are training again. This is extremely counterproductive for me at 
a time like this and I can’t understand it”. German clubs, on the contrary, 
emphasized the economical relevance of professional football stating the 
wish to be perceived as an industry and treated accordingly. For 
example, interviewee 6 explains that at the time of the interview, their 
club was not allowed to train, since their training court counts legally as 
a public sport ground and not a business facility. Simultaneously, busi-
ness facilities and factories were open. This interviewee added: “Football 
is no fun event. Football should be treated like any other business”. In a 
similar vein, Interviewee 7 mentioned that “football is described as a 
’fun event’ although in Germany 60 000 jobs are involved”. 

German clubs criticize the reduction of football to “22 field players 
who earn millions” (Interviewee 7) and emphasize the offered added 
value of football to society, also outside of the pitch. In addition, 
Interviewee 6 mentioned, football is not only about the players, “but also 
about the one who does the ticketing, sells the snacks or takes care of the 
fan projects for 2000 Euro gross”. Interviewee 6 added: “We know of 
course that football is always associated with the millionaires, who 
people just like to see and say yes, they have money, and they don’t need 
it, they have to give something away”. 

4.5. Change management 

The overall findings suggest that the clubs believe in a short-term 
levelling down of the market which means that transfer expenses will 
decrease. However, they also believe that the market will recover in 2-3 
years because clubs will continue to spend the funds that will be 

available to them. Interviewee 7 described it as: “Humans forget 
quickly”. Interviewee 10 believes in a “wake-up call” for many clubs that 
will allow them to plan their finances more conservatively to survive 
future crises. Another assumption is that football may become more 
down-to-earth again, which explained Interviewee 7 as follows: “Does it 
have to be a 5 star plus hotel every time, or is 4 stars, not enough?”. Two 
clubs that were financially strong during the time of research and 
emphasize that they want to continue as before, although being aware 
that the world of values may change. As interviewee 1 said: “We are very 
satisfied [...]. The structure is ok, the financial development, the eco-
nomic development is ok and as I said, great luck that we had this year 
[...] is the sporting success in the Europa League”. 

In general, the interview participants show a low level of opportunity 
seeking. Interviewee 3 states that “every crisis is a challenge, an op-
portunity”, but cannot name any particular opportunity he has recog-
nized. Interviewee 9 added that “it doesn’t feel right to talk about 
chances when people are dying left and right”. 

Further, interviewee 9 suggests that large clubs, in particular, will 
benefit from the crisis: “Usually in any financial crisis, the strong get 
stronger and the weak get weaker [...] if you are in a healthy position, 
you might benefit from this in the long run”. Three clubs see the crisis as 
an opportunity for their young players, who are cheaper and may get 
more chances in times of limited budgets. Interviewee 1 explains that 
“we have a cooperation club that plays in the second league [...] there 
are many talents that don’t cost so much money but still perform well. I 
think that almost all clubs will have to count every euro in the contract 
negotiations in the future. The transfer fees will decrease and it will take 
2-3 seasons until they are back to the level of before”. Most interviewees 
seem to agree that the COVID-19 crisis will accidentally change the 
football business due to its already highly apparent impact. However, 
they find it difficult to imagine or predict distinct changes at present. 

5. Discussion 

Our study is the first empirical work in the field of organizational 
management providing insights about the coping behavior of ten Eu-
ropean professional football clubs with the ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic. The findings contribute to current literature in various ways. 

5.1. Financial management 

The research has shown that the biggest problem during the Corona 
crisis is the liquidity of the clubs. In general, our study supports the 
statement of Garcia-del-Barrio and Szymanski (2009) that PFCs try to 

Fig. 1. Streams of solidarity.  
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maximize winning rather than profit. The organizational goals of 
maximizing sporting performance lead to a very tight budget with only 
small profits (Garcia-del-Barrio & Szymanski, 2009) which was 
confirmed by the CEOs of the clubs in the interviews. The interviewees 
also acknowledged that some of the clubs would not survive the corona 
crisis for long, as the pandemic had left them with no income, con-
firming the vulnerability of professional football in crises (Manoli, 
2016). Our findings further emphasize that football organizations are 
frequently affected by unexpected adverse shocks (Szymanski & Wei-
mar, 2019) which let us conclude that they are either unaware of the 
particular vulnerability of the industry or ignore it on purpose to remain 
competitive and thus simply hope for the best. Our results support the 
findings of Manoli (2016) that PFCs need a considerable amount of 
permanent monitoring of both internal and external developments as 
well as crisis preparation. However, our interview findings revealed that 
none of the participating clubs has adequate crisis management struc-
tures. Moreover, most of the CEOs stated that they are in a wait-and-see 
position and rather react to new circumstances than approaching the 
situation proactively through systematic behavior and planning. These 
results show that the process of crisis management is severely neglected 
in PFCs and they are therefore not prepared for a crisis. 

The corona crisis has sparked conversations about the financial 
management of PFCs and one interviewee from a Swedish club 
mentioned that for this reason, the football industry and policymakers in 
Sweden are now talking about the requirement that clubs must have 
10% of their income available as liquid assets. Based on the findings, this 
seems to be a reasonable and practicable solution, because, on the one 
hand, it considers the financial possibilities of each professional club, 
whether the first or second league, and on the other hand it affects all 
clubs at the same time equally. However, this may impact the expenses 
for players of all Swedish clubs for one year and therefore their per-
formance in international competition could suffer. An even more 
practical way would be if the UEFA would integrate such a liquidity rule 
into the already existing Financial Fair Play regulations, established to 
improve the overall financial health of football (Müller et al., 2012). 

Not surprisingly, and in line with previous research, the findings of 
this study show that financially potent clubs are less concerned about 
COVID-19 and its possible consequences. Our study indicates that clubs 
that have outperformed expectations in international competitions can 
make profits even in times of crisis. However, it might be questioned if 
this results rather from sporting luck than from good planning. 

5.2. Stakeholder relations 

Based on the findings it can be concluded that managing stakeholder 
relations should play an even stronger role in times of crisis. Concerning 
the selection of stakeholders from the outset and where it is possible, the 
findings point out that it is advisable to choose sponsors who are active 
in industries that are more crisis-resistant, as a recession in sport then 
does not affect sponsors in the same way. Since sponsorship is one of the 
main streams of income for PFCs, we have also seen that clubs should not 
only focus on sponsors from a crisis-proof sector but should also look for 
financially potent sponsors who can increase the probability of 
continued support even in times of crisis. In addition, our results show 
that the clubs in the COVID-19 crisis benefited from the fact that their 
main sponsors were active in general crisis resistant sectors such as the 
food, pharmaceutical, or telecommunications industry. However, 
COVID-19 pandemic has caused widespread and significant economic 
consequences for companies in several industries (Baker et al., 2020). 
Many sponsors of the participants suffered from the current downturn 
and interviewees reported that they expect a sponsorship loss, not 
because the sponsors don’t want to but primarily because they are 
financially not able to. Some interviewees reported a strong emotional 
bond with their sponsors, resulting in high levels of loyalty and support 
regardless of the current situation. Hence, our findings support previous 
research (McDonald et al., 2010), that maintaining stakeholder loyalty is 

paramount in times of crisis. 
Further, the statements of the club CEOs indicate that stakeholders 

have different perceptions of a PFC as a corporation and of football as an 
economic sector. Within the last decades, PFCs have evolved into large 
commercial enterprises (Ribeiro et al., 2019; Szymanski & Weimar, 
2019), but are still basically perceived and treated by the public as 
community-based sport organizations. Larger clubs in particular showed 
a desire to change this perception and emphasized football as an 
important economic sector. The commercialization and corporation of 
PFCs mean that they think and act increasingly like companies. In 
addition, the professional football sector has not only a major social but 
also economic impact (Szymanski & Weimar, 2019). These are facts that 
are well-accepted in research but not in public. 

Our study also revealed remarkable levels of solidarity between the 
PFC and external stakeholders facing the crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic 
was enormous financial distress for PFCs. Their income collapsed and 
liquidity was limited to such an extent, that almost every club was or is 
threatened in its existence. The investigation clearly shows that this 
situation thus created a sense of commitment to support each other in 
solidarity. The findings suggest that the highest solidarity was found 
between the PFCs and their fans. Fans are prepared to waive repayments 
for season tickets or buy tickets for fictional games. The study has shown 
that the fans not only support their teams at the stadium with their 
cheers but also show strong solidarity in times of crisis. Additionally, 
there appears to be reciprocity between these two actors. Some em-
ployees of the Swiss club Grasshoppers Zürich created funds to support 
fans who were suffering from the corona crisis. The findings obtained 
seem to be in line with previous research showing that the relationship 
between fans and PFCs is characterized by a strong emotional bond (e.g. 
Katz & Heere, 2016). In addition to this expected relationship, the in-
terviews revealed that also other stakeholders showed strong solidarity. 
One would assume that this is a matter of economic thinking because, for 
example, a stakeholder does not want to lose a good customer or em-
ployees want to support their club to not lose their job. However, our 
interviews reveal that there is a network of support with stakeholders 
(Fig. 1) who show a high degree of solidarity based on how emotionally 
attached they are to the club and are therefore intrinsically motivated to 
support their club and overcome this crisis together, even if it seems 
irrational. 

5.3. Sport entrepreneurship 

The literature review indicates that sport entrepreneurship is an 
elementary management strategy for PFCs and has the potential to be a 
relevant instrument to cope with the COVID-19 crisis. Entrepreneurial 
activities, such as capitalizing opportunities by entering new or existing 
markets with new or existing goods and services, are referred to orga-
nization’s entrepreneurial orientation (EO), which is expressed by the 
combination of the three dimensions innovation, pro-activeness, and 
risk-taking (Wiklund, 1999; Wiklund & Shepherd, 2003). Recent liter-
ature emphasized the opportunity of organizations with an entrepre-
neurial profile to overperform during times of economic decline 
(Brzozowski & Cucculelli, 2016; Devece et al., 2016; Petzold et al., 
2019). The findings have shown that some clubs have chosen innovative 
approaches to counteract the reduction in income by introducing new 
products or services to their fans. 

The findings, however, also showed that PFCs tend to be rather 
reactive in times of crises and adapt to new circumstances because they 
have to and not because of an entrepreneurial mindset of the PFCs’ 
management. An entrepreneurial mindset was not evident in this study. 
That is, we assume that a high revenue reduction fosters the likelihood 
of non-proactive behavior of football CEOs. 

6. Conclusion 

In this article, we investigated the responses of European 
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professional football clubs to the COVID-19 pandemic during the season 
2019/20. The COVID-19 pandemic represents a new type and quality of 
challenge for sport organizations. Ten semi-structured interviews with 
CEOs of PFCs from Austria, Germany, Netherlands, Sweden, and 
Switzerland provided in-depth insights about how the football sector 
copes with the corona crisis. More precisely, this paper sheds light on 
strategic responses concerning financial management, stakeholder re-
lations, and the importance of sport entrepreneurship in times of crisis. 

6.1. Practical implications 

Our qualitative investigation revealed that the corona crisis caused 
existence-threatening liquidity issues and stressed the financial man-
agement of many PFCs. Professional sport organizations calculate in 
general only small profits and the sector is highly vulnerable to crises, a 
combination that makes professional football unstable and fragile. Un-
expected adverse shocks that lead to a revenue reduction, like the 
COVID-19 pandemic, have the potential to financially collapse the in-
dustry, emphasized by our interview participants who reported that 
without playing most of the clubs would not have survived longer than 
until August. The findings of our study revealed that PFCs have hardly 
established any crisis management structures and we suggest that PFCs 
engage in developing internal expertise on how to deal with a crisis. 

Sponsors are one of the major stakeholders of PFCs. To diversify the 
financial risk of a club, our interviews highlighted that it might be 
beneficial to have a main sponsor from an industry whose economy is 
not cyclical with sport or, even better, from a crisis resistant sector. 
Further, PFCs should invest in the relationships with sponsors because 
an emotional bond will enhance loyalty and therefore increase the 
chance of getting support in times of recessions. The media echo during 
the COVID-19 pandemic exposed that the public still perceives PFCs as 
community-based sport organizations and that their economical rele-
vance is neglected. We reinforce the call of our interview participants to 
perceive and treat PFCs more as a company. However, one should bear 
in mind that although PFCs are highly commercialized, they are still 
social in nature. This was made particularly clear by the COVID-19 crisis 
and the various streams of high solidarity between the PFC and its 
stakeholders, leading to mutual support and a sense of unity to overcome 
the downturn. 

In terms of entrepreneurial orientation of PFCs, our study shows that 
the revenue reduction due to the COVID-19 pandemic increases the 
likelihood of reactive behavior and decreased proactivity. However, 
PFCs are well advised to engage in sport entrepreneurship since the 
findings indicate that an entrepreneurial profile is a paramount factor 
for surviving during and after a crisis. Our overall findings suggest that 
PFCs are well advised to use the sport’s inherent potential for entre-
preneurship (e.g., Ferreira et al., 2019) in periods of recession since it 
may be an important factor when it comes to organizational perfor-
mance in times of economic downturns. 

6.2. Limitations and future research 

In the context of this study, we qualitatively examined ten PFCs from 
a total of five countries. The study design was carefully selected to in-
crease the likelihood of analytical generalization. The study represents 
an urgent first step that will hopefully trigger future studies examining 
the impacts of crises in sport, but it remains an exploratory study that 
offers only preliminary results. The study design limited the sample size 
to professional clubs from European countries and hence limited the 
generalizability of the findings. 

Despite these limitations, we consider this exploratory investigation 
to be an important early contribution to research on the management of 
sport organizations in general and in the realm of an external crisis such 
as the COVID-19 pandemic in particular. Therefore, a number of 
promising future research avenues are ahead. The interviewees assume 
that the crisis is causing a significant yet unintended change in the 

football business. Future research should focus on the impact of COVID- 
19 on both the financial and non-financial performance of PFCs. The 
same refers to the impact of the measures initiated. Our study can only 
provide tentative results and calls for more rigorous research on the 
consequences of the coping measures and actions identified. The study 
of long-term effects, followed up with longitudinal analyses to investi-
gate strategic responses of PFCs to the corona crisis will have to be the 
goal of future research. More research is also needed on crisis manage-
ment in sport organizations, the findings indicated a serious lack of 
expertise and understanding concerning this relevant business function. 

Finally, we also encourage researchers to examine the effects of the 
COVID-19 crisis and responses of professional and non-professional 
sport organizations in other countries and regions to achieve a global 
and more comprehensive understanding. 
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